354          Laxity of Highland conversation.    [A.D. 1775.
you may cut them out', and paste them with a little starch in the book.
' You then are going wild about Ossian. Why do you think any part can be proved ? The dusky manuscript of Egg is probably not fifty years old; if it be an hundred, it proves nothing. The tale of Clanranald is no proof. Has Clanranald told it ? Can he prove it ? There are, I believe, no Erse manuscripts. None of the old families had a single letter in Erse that we heard of. You say it is likely that they could write. The learned, if any learned there were, could; but knowing by that learning, some written language, in that language they wrote, as letters had never been applied to their own. If there are manuscripts, let them be shewn, with some proof that they are not forged for the occasion. You say many can remember parts of Ossian. I believe all those parts are versions of the English; at least there is no proof of their antiquity.
'Macpherson is said to have made some translations himself; and having taught a boy to write it, ordered him to say that he had learnt it of his grandmother. The boy, when he grew up, told the story. This Mrs. Williams heard at Mr. Strahan's table. Don't be credulous ; you know how little a Highlander can be trusted2. Macpherson is, so far*as I know, very quiet. Is not that proof enough ? Every thing is against him. No visible manuscript ; no inscription in the language : no correspondence among friends: no transaction of business, of which a single scrap remains in the ancient families. Macpherson's pretence is, that the character was Saxon. If he had not talked unskilfully of manuscripts, he might have fought with oral tradition much longer. As to Mr. Grant's information, I suppose he knows much less of the matter than ourselves.
' In the mean time, the bookseller says that the sale3 is sufficiently
1 From a list in his hand-writing.   BOSWELL.
9 ' Such is the laxity of Highland conversation that the enquirer is .kept in continual suspense, and by a kind of intellectual retrograda-tion, knows less as he hears more.' Johnson's Works, ix. 47. 'The Highlanders are not much accustomed to be interrogated by others, and seem never to have thought upon interrogating themselves; so that, if they do not know what they tell to be true, they likewise do not distinctly perceive it to be false.' Ib. 114.
3 Of his Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland. BOSWELL. It was sold at five shillings a copy. It did not reach a second edition till 1785, when perhaps a fresh demand for it was caused by the publi-
quick,t whose house we dined, can repeat them all in the original Gaelic.' See Boswell's Hebrides, Nov. 10.
